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(54) Rapid network access computer system 

(57) A computer systenn is disclosed for providing 
rapid access to preconfigured Internet sites. The system 
includes a keyboard or similar input device having 
switches which are closed to produce unique Internet 
access signals. A signal processing circuit places the 
computer system in communication with corresponding 
unique Internet sites in response to the Internet access 
signals. Application software is also launched as re- 



quired by the particular access switch, such as for elec- 
tronic commerce or electronic messaging. If the system 
is not yet logged onto the network, a logon routine is 
executed in response to the access signals. A user may 
actuate the switches to rapidly access desired Internet 
sites and to perform operations at the sites without the 
need to navigate through a series of on-screen windows 
or menus. 
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Description 

[0001] The present invention relates generally to the 
field of computer systenns for launching user applica- 
tions and accessing networks, such as the Internet. 
More particularly, the invention relates to a system in- 
cluding a keyboard or similar input device providing ded- 
icated keys or sensors for launching specific software 
applications and logging onto specific sites in a network, 
thereby facilitating electronic connmerce, network 
searching, electronic messaging, and so on. 
[0002] A wide range of uses exist, and a vast array of 
new uses are being proposed, for open computer net- 
works, such as the Internet. Among these uses are both 
professional and business applications, such as elec- 
tronic commerce, communications and document ex- 
change, as well as a range of applications for personal 
improvement, amusement and research. 
[0003] In current computer systems, a user may ac- 
cess the network in a variety of manners depending up- 
on the computer configuration. For example, commer- 
cially available personal and business computers are 
typically configured to launch a network access applica- 
tion software program upon a user selecting an icon 
from an on-screen display. The icon is selected by de- 
pressing an enter key on a traditional keyboard, a button 
on an input device such as a mouse, or by touching the 
surface of a sensing pad. The application software then 
generates a series of screens or windows, each of which 
requires specific selections by the user, requiring addi- 
tional keystrokes or sensor contacts. Once the user has 
navigated through the series of windows and selections, 
the network software program dials a pre-configured 
phone number and logs the user onto the network, such 
as via a modem. In certain applications, even these 
steps require additional keystrokes by the user Moreo- 
ver, once the network has been accessed, launching 
specific application programs or navigating to desired 
network sites also typically requires similar input proc- 
esses involving selection of a series of on-screen win- 
dows or options, involving a number of keystrokes and 
movements. 

[0004] This approach to launching software applica- 
tions and accessing Internet sites, based upon an on- 
screen interface and general purpose keyboard or 
mouse, provides a versatile system accommodating a 
range of software applications. However, it is not without 
drawbacks. For example, many users find that of the 
great number of network sites and software applications 
available, a very limited number of these are actually 
accessed or used on a daily or routine basis. However, 
each time the site is accessed or the application 
launched, the same series of keystrokes must be en- 
tered. Similarly many users find that the number and 
sequence of keystrokes required to navigate to a net- 
work log-on page, or to access a desired website tends 
to be quite repetitive and time-consuming. This is par- 
ticularly true in view of the fact that users may tend to 



log directly into or commonly access only a few specific 
sites. Moreover, as the available content at specific web- 
sites improves, users may further limit or focus their ac- 
cess to a few key sites at which they may perform elec- 
5 tronic commerce, communications, network searches, 
and so forth. 

[0005] In addition to launching application software, 
logging onto a network and contacting a specific server 
site, many computer users repeatedly execute a fixed 

'fo series of commands once at a desired site. For example, 
one or more of various types of electronic messaging 
software is typically installed on each user's computer, 
permitting the user to send and receive electronic mes- 
sages, files, hyperlinks, and so forth. While certain soft- 

fs ware packages may be configured by the user to peri- 
odically check for incoming messages and download 
the messages from a server, the user nevertheless typ- 
ically logs onto a network by navigating through a series 
of screen-based selections during each work session. 

20 Similarly, upon accessing an electronic commerce site, 
a user may be called on to input identification or other 
information which is repeated each time the site is ac- 
cessed. 

[0006] There is a need, therefore, for an improved 

25 technique for launching applications in a computer sys- 
tem, particularly applications related to launching, log- 
ging on, and navigating through computer networks. 
There is a particular need for a simple and straightfor- 
ward, user-friendly system for rapidly accessing such 

30 applications, without the need to navigate through a se- 
ries of menus or selection screens. Moreover, there is 
a need for a rapid network access system which can 
execute desired functions once a network site has been 
contacted, such as checking for and downloading mes- 

35 sages from a server. 

[0007] The invention provides a rapid application and 
network access system designed to respond to these 
needs. The technique employed may be adapted to var- 
ious computer platforms, and is particularly well suited 

40 to desktop and laptop computers, as well as to work sta- 
tions and the like. The technique allows a user to launch 
specific software applications by simply depressing 
keys on a keyboard or similar input device, or by touch- 
ing or depressing a similar sensor on the input device. 

45 The keys associated with the applications may be ded- 
icated keys on a conventional keyboard. By depressing 
the dedicated key, the user may not only launch a soft- 
ware application, but may log onto a network, such as 
the worldwide web or the Internet, and may directly ac- 

so cess a desired website. The software application, log- 
on sequence, and website may be pre-configured in the 
computer system, or may be user configurable through 
a set up or reconfiguration program. Moreover, several 
keys may be provided for accessing different applica- 

55 tions, such as logging onto a network default site, nav- 
igating to specific websites such as for electronic com- 
merce, checking for and downloading electronic mes- 
sages, and so forth. Where desired, specific combina- 
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tions of keystrokes may be provided for launching the 
applications, logging onto a network, accessing specific 
sites, and so forth. 

[0008] In accordance with one aspect of the invention, 
a computer system includes a keyboard coupled to a 
signal processing circuit. The keyboard includes a plu- 
rality of keys for accessing specific Internet or network 
sites. Unique signals are generated upon actuation of 
switches associated with each key. The signals are 
processed and transmitted to the signal processing cir- 
cuit. The signal processing circuit places the computer 
system in communication with unique network sites cor- 
responding to the switch actuated on the keyboard. 
When application software for accessing the selected 
site is not already launched, the signal processing circuit 
launches the application. Similarly, if the system is not 
already logged onto the network, a routine to accom- 
plish this is executed in response to the signal. Upon 
accessing specific sites, the system may transmit user- 
specific identification or other data, and download user- 
specific data, such as commerce data or electronic mes- 
sages. The user may thus rapidly access a plurality of 
sites and carry out Internet operations without the need 
to navigate through a series of screen-based menus or 
windows. 

[0009] The foregoing and other advantages of the in- 
vention will become apparent upon reading the following 
detailed description and upon reference to the drawings 
in which: 

Figure 1 is a diagrammatical representation of a 
computer system for communicating with a remote 
network; 

Figure 2 is a block diagram of the primary functional 
components of the system of Figure 1 , including an 
input device in the form of a keyboard having ded- 
icated keys for launching specific software applica- 
tions and accessing certain network sites; 
Figure 3 is a top plan view of a keyboard as illus- 
trated in Figure 2 particularly well suited for rapid 
access to software applications and network func- 
tions; 

Figure 4 is a detail view of a keys in a rapid Internet 
access array of the keyboard of Figure 3; 
Figure 5 is a sectional view through an exemplary 
key and switch arrangement for initiating signals for 
accessing the Internet in the keyboard of Figure 3; 
and 

Figure 6 is a flow chart illustrating exemplary control 
logic for carrying out the launch and navigation 
functions of the circuitry illustrated in Figure 2. 

[0010] Turning now to the drawings, and referring first 
to Figure 1, a computer system 10 is illustrated in the 
form of a personal computer or workstation. Computer 
system 10 includes a console 12 housing signal 
processing, memory, communications, interface, and 
other circuitry as described more fully below. Console 



12 is coupled to a monitor 14 for displaying graphical 
information to a user of the system. A keyboard 16 is 
also coupled to console 1 2 for inputting data and for se- 
lecting desired functions, including rapid access to a 
5 network. Additional input devices, such as a mouse 18 
are coupled to console 1 2.. providing additional input ca- 
pabilities. The components of computer system 10 are 
interconnected by data cables 20, which may be stand- 
ard serial or parallel data transmission assemblies. Al- 

^0 ternatively, one or more of the components of computer 
system 10 may be configured to transmit and receive 
data by means of infrared transceivers or various alter- 
native data transmission techniques. 
[0011] Computer system 10 is adapted for connection 

^5 to a remote network, such as the Internet, designated 
generally by reference number 22. In particular, console 
1 2 is coupled to a remote communications line 24, such 
as a conventional telephone cable. Upon execution of 
network access routines as described below, computer 

20 system 1 0 is placed in communication with remote com- 
puter terminals or sen/ers 26 comprising network 22. 
While reference is made in the present description to 
communication with a network, particularly with the In- 
ternet, via conventional telephone cables, it should be 

25 noted that various alternative configurations may be en- 
visaged for exchanging data between computer system 
10 and network 22. Such alternative configurations may 
include digital subscriber lines, wireless communication 
media, and so forth. 

30 [0012] Functional circuitry components comprising 
computer system 10 are illustrated in greater detail in 
Figure 2. As shown in Figure 2, console 12 of the com- 
puter system includes a CPU 28 configured to execute 
pre-established software routines stored in a memory 

35 circuit 30. CPU 28 may be based on any suitable com- 
mercially available platform, such as the Pentium II 
processor available from Intel. Similarly, memory circuit 
30 may include various types and configurations of 
memory devices, such as random access memory, read 

40 only memory, dynamic random access memory, and 
disk storage, including a resident and removable disk 
drives. As represented diagrammatical in Figure 2, 
memory circuit 30 includes a plurality of storage loca- 
tions containing code for executing specific tasks. In 

45 particular, memory circuit 30 preferably stores a network 
or Internet access routine as represented at 32, a net- 
work site address configuration 34, a log-on configura- 
tion 36, and electronic messaging routine and configu- 
ration 38, a keyboard configuration or itiap 40, and other 

50 application software routines, as represented generally 
at reference number 42. All of the routines stored in 
memory circuit 30 are accessible by CPU 28. and cer- 
tain of these may include executable code for launching 
the application software. 

55 [0013] CPU 28 is also coupled to a series of driver 
and interface circuits for exchanging data with the pe- 
ripheral devices included in computer system 10. Spe- 
cifically, in the illustrated embodiment. CPU 28 Is cou- 
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pled to a modem driver 44 which commands operation 
of a modem 46. Modem 46 permits CPU 28 to be cou- 
pled to network 22 as described below. CPU 28 is also 
coupled to a display driver 48 which transmits data to 
be displayed on monitor 14 via a conventional commu- 
nications port 50. A mouse driver 52 Is coupled to CPU 
28 and permits Input signals to be transmitted to CPU 
28 from mouse 1 8 via a serial port 54. Such input signals 
originate In switches or sensors 56 provided in mouse 
18. While inputs from such switches may be processed 
in a conventional manner by CPU 28, it should be noted 
that as described below, mouse 18 may be configured 
to produce input signals for commanding CPU 28 to ex- 
ecute specific software application code, Including for 
placing computer system 10 In communication with net- 
work 22. 

[0014] CPU 28 Is further coupled to a keyboard inter- 
face controller 58. Controller 58 comnnands operations 
of keyboard 1 6, and coordinates communication of input 
signals from keyboard 1 6 to CPU 28 as described below. 
A translator 60 Is provided for translating Input signals 
In the form of scan code received from keyboard 1 6, and 
for generating software interrupts as required by the 
scan code. Keyboard Interface controller 58 and trans- 
lator 60 are coup led to keyboard 1 6 th rough a serial port 
62. Keyboard 16 includes an array of keys, as shown 
generally at reference numeral 64, for producing the in- 
put signals processed by keyboard Interface controller 
58 and translator 60 Upon actuation of keys 64, unique 
scan code signals corresponding to the respective keys 
are produced by an encoding circuit 66. This scan code 
is then transmitted to controller 58 and translator 60 for 
processing prior to further transmission to CPU 28. 
[0015] In the embodiment illustrated In Figure 2, cer- 
tain of the functional circuitry may be defined by hard- 
ware, firmware, or software. For example, drivers 44, 
48, and 52 may be defined by appropriate code stored 
in memory circuit 30. Similarly translator 60 may be de- 
fined by software code stored in a memory circuit. En- 
coding circuit 66 is preferably defined by firmware pro- 
vided within keyboard 16. As will be appreciated by 
those skilled in the art, however, the particular configu- 
ration and types of circuits performing the functions for 
placing the computer system In communication within a 
remote network, such as the Internet, may be accom- 
plished in various manners. Accordingly, encoding cir- 
cuit 66 may be provided in console 12 where desired. 
Similarly, switches or keys 64 may be incorporated with- 
in console 12. Also, the functions described below car- 
ried out in response to actuation of the keyboard switch- 
es may be provided in response to actuation of general 
purpose or dedicated switches within the keyboard or 
within another input device, such as mouse 18. 
[0016] Figures 3, 4, and 5 Illustrate an exemplary key- 
board 16, and features of the keyboard for rapidly plac- 
ing the computer system in communication with specific 
I nternet sites and for performing specific functions at the 
sites. As shown in Figure 3, keyboard 16 Is configured 
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as a specially adapted, general purpose keyboard in- 
cluding a standard key array 68 for performing text ed- 
iting functions and Inputting data In a conventional man- 
ner. Function keys 70 are provided for executing prede- 
5 termlned functions based upon a particular software ap- 
plications being run on the computer system. 
[0017] In addition to standard keys, keyboard 16 In- 
cludes a series of specialized keys for performing appli- 
cation launch and communication functions. Speclfical- 
10 ly, in the illustrated embodiment a series of disk drive 
control keys 72 are provided. These keys preferably per- 
mit the user to command operations of a CD drive, such 
as for fast forwarding, reversing, searching, and so forth. 
Additional keys may be provided for supplementary 
15 functions, such as for adjusting the volume of speakers 
included in the computer system. A sleep mode key 74 
Is provided for placing the computer system in a low 
power consumption mode. At least one application 
launch key 76 Is also provided. Actuation of this key 
causes a high-level interrupt for opening or launching a 
specific user-configurable software application, such as 
a text editing application. Such keys may also be pro- 
vided for sending or receiving facsimiles, answering tel- 
ephone calls, and so forth. An series of dedicated keys 
are also provided In a designated rapid Internet access 
array 78. These keys permit the user to launch Internet 
access application software, log on to the Internet, and 
to navigate directly to specific Intemet sites without the 
need to navigate through a series of screen-based men- 
us. Finally, keyboard 16 includes a cable assembly 80 
for providing data transfer to the computer console. 
[0018] Figure 4 illustrates the keys provided in rapid 
Internet access array 78 In somewhat greater detail. In 
particular, the array includes dedicated keys for rapidly 
accessing specific sites on the Internet. In the illustrated 
embodiment, these Include an Intemet log-on key 82 for 
executing a Internet web browser application and ac- 
cessing a default or home site. A search engine key 84 
Is provided for placing the computer system in commu- 
nication with an Internet search engine site. An electron- 
ic commerce key 86 Is provided In the array for directly 
accessing an electronic commerce site. Finally, an elec- 
tronic messaging key 88 is provided for launching an 
electronic messaging application and for contacting a 
desired electronic messaging server 
[0019] As shown in Figure 4, each of the dedicated 
keys carries Indicia In the form of a moulded or printed 
icon. Indicating the function of each key. As summarized 
in greater detail below, the keys In the rapid Internet ac- 
cess array may be preset to default sites upon initial con- 
figuration of the computer system. However, one or 
more of the keys may also be user configurable to allow 
a user to program desired site addresses by storing 
code representative of a corresponding universal re- 
source locator (URL) in the memory circuitry of the com- 
puter system. Similarly, although In the Illustrated em- 
bodiment keys 82, 84, 86, and 88 are provided for spe- 
cific types of Internet sites and applications, where de- 
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sired these keys may be reconfigurable to access sites 
of other types of Interest to the user Also as summarised 
below, it should be noted that not only do the keys pro- 
vide rapid access functions, but may execute software 
applications for identifying the user by transmission of 
user-specific data, such as a user password, credit card 
number, and so forth. Similarly, actuation of one or more 
of the keys may result in receipt or downloading of gen- 
eral or user-specific data, such as electronic messages, 
order confirmations, and so forth. 
[0020] As illustrated in Figure 5. in the present em- 
bodiment rapid Internet access keys 82. 84, 86, and 88 
are depressed by the user to force contact of a mem- 
brane switch. The primary components of such a switch 
are illustrated in Figure 5. Accordingly, the membrane 
switch 90 is formed below an upper panel 92 of the key- 
board. An aperture 94 is formed at each location in the 
keyboard corresponding to the location of the key 96. 
Along a lower region, each key includes a protrusion 98 
which extends through a resilient panel 100. Panel 100 
forms a biasing region 102 below each key 96 to bias 
the key Into an upward position. A membrane 104 is po- 
sitioned below resilient panel 100. and carries a plurality 
of contacts 106. Each contact 106 is coupled to a con- 
ductor in a conductor grid for transmitting signals to an 
encoding circuit (see Figure 2). A lower contact 108 is 
positioned in mutually facing relation to contact 106. 
Contact 108 may rest on a base plate 110. Like contact 
106. contact 108 is coupled to a conductor (not shown) 
in a grid for transmitting signals to an encoding circuit 
upon closure of the switch. An insulated separator 112 
is positioned between membrane 1 04 and plate 1 1 0. Up- 
on depression of key 96, protrusion 98 forces contact 
106 downwardly toward contact 108, thereby complet- 
ing a conductive path through switch. 
[0021] Alternative switches may be foreseen in the 
keyboard for executing the rapid Internet access func- 
tions described below. Such switches may include, for 
example, capacitive switches. Moreover, it should be 
noted that the rapid Internet access functions executed 
in response to actuation or closure of switches 82, 84, 
86, and 88 may be accomplished through actuation of 
a combination of switches on the keyboard. For exam- 
ple, one or more function keys 70 may be designated to 
execute Internet access in combination with other keys, 
such as keys comprising array 68. Alternatively, a rapid 
Internet access key may be provided as a special func- 
tion key, and configured to operate in conjunction with 
secondary keys on the keyboard, such as keys of array 
68. A user may then accomplish a similar function, such 
as navigating directly to Internet sites, performing elec- 
tronic commerce, accessing electronic messages, and 
so forth upon depression of the specialized function key 
and one or more additional keys. 

[0022] Figure 6 illustrates steps in exemplary control 
logic for carrying out rapid Internet access upon actua- 
tion of one of the specialized keys in keyboard 16. The 
control logic, designated generally by reference number 



114, may be divided into a sequence of steps 116 for 
generating and analysing signals in the form of scan 
code in response to closure of a switch in keyboard 15. 
A following sequence of control steps 118 includes 
5 processing of the scan code signals followed by execu- 
tion of application software commands and navigation 
to specific Internet sites. 

[0023] The control logic begins at step 120 where a 
key is actuated by the user. As described above, the key 

^0 may be one of several dedicated rapid Internet access 
keys, or may be a combination of keystrokes assigned 
to Internet access functions. In response to closure of 
the switch associated with the key, the scan code is gen- 
erated at step 122. The scan code may be generated in 

^5 the conventional manner, such as via a firmware encod- 
ing circuit 66 (see Figure 2). At step 124, the scan code 
is transmitted to a keyboard interface controller 54 (see 
Figure 2). At step 1 26, a high level interrupt is generated. 
This interrupt will be transmitted to CPU 28 to execute 
control steps 118 independent of any separate applica- 
tion software which may be currently processed by the 
CPU. At step 128, the scan code is translated by trans- 
lator 60, and at step 1 30 the scan code is filtered. Steps 
1 28 and 1 30 preferably identify the scan code generated 

25 in response to actuation of one of the rapid Internet ac- 
cess keys 82. 84. 86, or 88. Where, following step 1 30, 
the scan code is found to correspond to a source ad- 
dress of one of the Internet rapid access keys, steps 1 1 8 
are initiated. However, where following step 130 the 

30 scan code is found to correspond to another of the keys 
or combination of keys of the keyboard 16, normal key- 
stroke processing is performed as indicated generally 
at step 1 32. 

[0024] Once scan code from the keyboard has been 

3S identified as corresponding to actuation of one of the 
rapid Internet access keys, the message is passed to 
CPU 28 for execution of application software code as 
indicated at step 134. As indicated above, the specific 
configurations corresponding to the individual keys may 

40 be provided during the initial programming of the com- 
puter system. Accordingly, from step 134 CPU 28 ac- 
cesses specific applications, such as applications 42 Il- 
lustrated in Figure 2 in accordance with a look-up con- 
figuration table as Indicated at step 1 36. Once this con- 

45 figuration has been identified, GPU 28 then determines 
whether the corresponding application required for ex- 
ecution of the keystroke command has been launched 
as shown at step 1 38. For example, log-on and default 
key 82 will generally call for launch of an Internet brows- 

so er and tog-on application routine. If at step 138 CPU 28 
determines that the application has not been launched, 
control proceeds to step 140 wherein executable com- 
mands stored in memory circuit 30 are processed to 
load application configuration and launch the program. 

55 If the application has been launched at step 1 38. control 
advances directly to step 1 42. 

[0025] In the illustrated embodiment, all of rapid Inter- 
net access keys 82, 84. 86, and 88 call for the computer 
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system lo be logged onto (i.e., placed in communication 
with) a remote network. Accordingly, at step 142 CPU 
28 determines whether the computer system is currently 
logged on to the network. If it is found at step 142 that 
this is not the case, a connection routine is executed at s 
step 144. As will be appreciated by those skilled in the 
art, this connection routine includes commands for mo- 
dem driver 44 and for modem 46 which dial a precon- 
figured access number tor an Internet service provider. 
The routine also includes steps for transmitting and re- io 
ceiving a sequence of handshake signals, a preconfig- 
ured password, and other identification data. In the 
present embodiment, the user stores such identification 
data in a log-on configuration (as indicated as reference 
numeral 36 in Figure 2) of the memory in the computer 75 
system. If at step 142, CPU 28 determines that the com- 
puter system is currently logged onto the network, con- 
trol advances directly to step 146. 
[0026] As noted above, the sequence ot control steps 
118 provides for navigation directly to several Internet 20 
sites or network servers. URL addresses for these sites 
are preferably stored in the memory circuitry of the com- 
puter system and are accessed at step 1 46 during nav- 
igation to the site. At step 146, CPU 28 reads code 
stored in the memory circuit by reference to a look-up 25 
table as indicated at step 1 36. The address is transmit- 
ted from the computer system to access the correspond- 
ing site. The site accessed at step 146 will correspond 
to the scan code generated by actuation of one of the 
rapid Internet access keys 82, 84, 86, or 88. For exam- 30 
pie, upon actuation of key 82, CPU 28 reads a stored 
address for a default site from the memory circuit and 
accesses the site. When the user is already operating 
in a browser, and logged onto the network, actuation of 
a different key results in navigation to the corresponding 3S 
other Internet site at step 1 46. Thus, the user may easily 
and rapidly access different Internet sites without the 
need to navigate through a series of screen-based men- 
us, bookmarks, site listings, and so forth. 
[0027] Where the particular software application or In- 40 
ternet site calls for identification or log-on information 
from the user, CPU 28 is configured to transmit such 
data in an identification sequence 148. For example, 
when electronic commerce key 86 is actuated, and scan 
code corresponding thereto is generated, the corre- ^5 
sponding electronic commerce site is accessed. As not- 
ed above, if the corresponding software application is 
not yet launched, this is performed, and if the computer 
system is not yet logged onto the Internet, this also is 
performed prior to exchange of the identification data, so 
The identification data is then exchanged with the site 
through the identffication sequence, removing the need 
to input user-specific identification data or to navigate 
through a series of menus. Such identification data is 
preferably stored in memory circuitry within the compu- 5S 
ter system and may be configured by the user in an initial 
site access, or reconfigured subsequent thereto. 
[0028] In addition to exchanging user-specific identi- 
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fication data, CPU 28 may execute data transmission or 
download sequences as indicated at step 150 in Figure 
6. For example, when electronic messaging key 88 is 
actuated, a preconfigured messaging server is ac- 
cessed at step 1 46, and user-specific identification data 
is exchanged at step 1 48. Following this data exchange, 
and preferably with no further input from the user, CPU 
28 may download any stored messages from the server 
[0029] While the invention may be susceptible to var- 
ious modifications and alternative forms, specific em- 
bodiments have been shown by way of example in the 
drawings and have been described in detail herein. 
However, it should be understood that the invention is 
not intended to be limited to the particular forms dis- 
closed. Rather, the invention is to cover all modifica- 
tions, equivalents, and alternatives falling within the 
spirit and scope of the invention as defined by the fol- 
lowing appended claims. For example, while in the fore- 
going description reference has been made to a general 
purpose keyboard having dedicated keys for rapid ac- 
cess to the Internet sites configured in the computer sys- 
tem, various alternative forms of input devices may be 
envisaged. Such keys may be provided in a mouse or 
similar peripheral input device. Similarly, keys for per- 
forming these functions may be provided in a remote 
input device, such as a handheld radio frequency or in- 
frared controller. Also, where desired, sensitive regions 
may be provided in a terminal screen for permitting a 
user to generate Internet access signals for addressing 
specific Internet sites upon touching pre-established lo- 
cations on the screen. 



Claims 

1. A computer system configured to access a compu- 
ter network, the computer system comprising: 

a keyboard having a plurality of input switches 
including a network access switches, a unique 
network access input signal being generated in 
response to actuation of each network access 
switch; and 

a signal processing circuit coupled to the key- 
board, the signal processing circuit being con- 
figured to receive the network access input sig- 
nals and to execute a network access routine 
in response to the network access input signals 
to place the computer system in communica- 
tion with corresponding sites in the network. 

2. The computer system of claim 1 , wherein the key- 
board further comprises an encoding circuit config- 
ured to generate the input signals in response to 
actuation of the input switches. 

3. The computer system of claim 1 , f u rther comprising 
a memory circuit storing a network application rou- 
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tine executed by the signal processing circuit in re- 
sponse to the network access input signals. 

4. The computer system of claim 1 , further comprising 
a memory circuit coupled to the signal processing 
circuit for storing desired network site addresses, 
and wherein the signal processing circuit is config- 
ured to access remote networked computers corre- 
sponding to the network site addresses in response 
to the network access input signals. 

5. The computer system of claim 4. wherein the net- 
work site addresses are user-configurable address- 
es. 

6. The computer system of claim 1 , further comprising 
a modem coupled to the signal processing circuit, 
and wherein the signal processing circuit is config- 
ured to access the network via the modem in re- 
sponse to the network access input signals. 

7. The computer system of claim 1 , wherein the signal 
processing circuit is configured to execute an elec- 
tronic messaging access and transfer routine in co- 
operation with a remote networked computer in re- 
sponse to a network access input signal. 

8. The computer system of claim 1, wherein the net- 
work access input signals are generated in re- 
sponse to actuation of a network access switch and 
at least one other switch in the keyboard. 

9. The computer system of claim 1 , wherein the signal 
processing circuit is configured to transmit and re- 
ceive user-specific data following connection to the 
network in response to a network access signal. 

10. A computer system adapted to access remote In- 
ternet sites, the computer system comprising: 

an input device having a plurality of operator 
actuatable Internet access switches generating 
an Internet access signals in response to actu- 
ation; 

a memory circuit configured to store an Internet 
access application routine; and 
a signal processing circuit coupled to the input 
device and to the memory circuit, the signal 
processing circuit receiving the Internet access 
signals and executing the access application 
routine in response thereto to place the compu- 
ter system in communication with desired Inter- 
net sites unique to each Internet access switch. 

1 1 . The computer system of claim 1 0, wherein the input 
device includes a general purpose keyboard and 
the Internet access switches are actuated by actu- 
ation of designated Internet access keys. 



12. The computer system of claim 10, wherein the plu- 
rality of Internet access switches includes switches 
dedicated to accessing an Internet search site, an 
electronic commerce site and an electronic mes- 
saging site. 

13. The computer system of claim 12, wherein the sig- 
nal processing circuit is configured to execute com- 
mands to identify the computer system and to 
download data intended for the computer system 
once in communication with a site. 

14. The computer system of claim 10, wherein the sig- 
nal processing circuit is configured to place the 
computer system in communication with a default 
Internet site in accordance with a site address 
stored in the memory circuit in response to actua- 
tion of one of the access switches. 

15. The computer system of claim 14, wherein the de- 
fault Internet site is operator reconfigurable. 



16. The computer system of claim 10, wherein the sig- 
nal processing circuit is configured to execute an 
25 electronic messaging access and transfer routine 
stored in the memory circuit in response to one of 
the Internet access signals. 
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17. The computer system of claim 10, wherein the In- 
ternet access signals are generated in response to 
actuation one of the Internet access switches and 
at least one other switch in the input device. 

18. A computer system comprising: 

a keyboard having a set of rapid Internet access 
keys including at least an electronic commerce 
key and an electronic messaging key; 
encoding circuitry coupled to the Intemet ac- 
cess keys for generating unique Internet ac- 
cess signals in response to actuation of each 
of the Internet access keys; and 
a signal processing circuit coupled to the en- 
coding circuitry and configured to place the 
computer system in communication with a 
unique Internet site in response to the Internet 
access signals, including to an electronic com- 
merce site in response to actuation of the elec- 
tronic commerce key and to an electronic mes- 
saging site in response to actuation of the elec- 
tronic messaging key. 



19. The computer system of claim 1 8, including a mem- 
ory circuit for storing Intemet addresses for the elec- 
ts tronic commerce site and the electronic messaging 

site. 

20. The computer system of claim 19, wherein the In- 
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ternet addresses are user configurable. 

21. The computer system of claim 18, wherein the sig- 
nal processing circuit is configured to transmit user- 
specific data to at least one site accessed in re- 
sponse to actuation of the Internet access keys, and 
to download user-specific data from the at least one 
site. 



work log-on routine prior to placing the computer 
system in communication with an Internet site. 



5 



22. The computer system of claim 1 8, further compris- 
ing a modem coupled to the signal processing cir- 
cuit, wherein the signal processing circuit is config- 
ured to place the computer system in communica- 
tion with Internet sites via the modem. 

15 

23. A method for accessing a plurality of Internet sites 
via a computer system, the computer system in- 
cluding an input device and a signal processing cir- 
cuit, the method comprising the steps of; 

generating unique Internet access signals in re- 
sponse to actuation of dedicated Internet ac- 
cess switches on the input device; 
transmitting the Internet access signals to the 
signal processing circuit; and 25 
executing a network access routine in response 
to the Internet access signals to place computer 
system in communication with corresponding 
unique Internet sites. 

30 

24. The method of claim 23, wherein the input device 
includes a plurality of switches, a unique Internet 
access signal being generated in response to actu- 
ation of an Internet access switch and at least one 
other switch. 35 



25. The method of claim 23, comprising the further 
steps of transmitting user-specific data to an Inter- 
net site and downloading user-specific data from 
the Internet site in response to actuation of an In- 40 
ternet access switch. 



26. The method of claim 23, wherein the input device 
includes an encoding circuit and the Internet access 
signals are generated by the encoding circuit in re- 
sponse to actual ion of the Internet access switches. 



27. The method of claim 23, wherein the computer sys- 
tem includes a memory circuit for storing user-con- 
figurable address data for the Intemet site, and so 
wherein the signal processing is configured to read 

the address data from the memory circuit in re- 
sponse to the Internet access signals and to place 
the computer system in communication with Inter- 
net sites corresponding to the address data. 55 

28. The method of claim 23, wherein the signal 
processing circuit is configured to execute a nel- 
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